
Kant on the concept of race

Two conceptions of race (from Michael Hardimon Rethinking race: the case
for deflationary realism, Harvard University Press: 2017):

1. The racialist conception of race:

“In its classical form, [this] is the race concept that

1 holds that each member of each race exhibits a fixed set
of “heritable” physical, moral, intellectual, and cultural
characteristics common and peculiar to his or her race;

2 requires a “strict” correlation between a race’s distinctive
pattern of visible physical features and its constellation of
moral, intellectual, and cultural characteristics;

3 demands that a race possess a hidden or under lying biolog-
ical structure—a biological essence that acts on each mem-
ber of the race and accounts for the correlation between a
race’s distinctive pattern of visible physical features and its
constellation of moral, intellectual, and cultural characteris-
tics; and

4 insists that a race be rankable on the basis of its constellation
of moral, intellectual, and cultural characteristics.” (pp. 15-
16)

Hardimon identifies this conception of race as one that is both familiar
and pernicious. Importantly, there is nothing in the world that the racial-
ist conception of race refers to. There are no racialist races.

2. The minimalist conception of race:

“A race is group of human beings

(C1) that, as a group, is distinguished from other groups of
human beings by patterns of visible physical features,
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(C2) whose members are linked by a common ancestry peculiar
to members of the group, and

(C3) that originates from a distinctive geographic location.” (p.
31)

“The innate visible physical features of race are inherited, passed
down biologically to offspring from their parents. To count as
racial, a visible physical feature must be heritable. Because the
visible physical features of race are heritable, the skin color, hair
type, and eye shape of children of [members of a particular
race] tend to resemble the skin color, hair type, and eye shape
of their parents.” (p.35)

Hardimon identifies the minimalist conception of race as one that is also
familiar but not pernicious. He believes that minimalist races do exist,
and that this existence does not entail any pernicious beliefs about the
moral, intellectual, cultural, etc. characteristics of the members of those
races.1

Question: Does Kant endorse something closer to a racialist race con-
cept or a minimalist race concept? In order to answer this question,
consider the following passages:

“The concept of race is therefore: the classificatory different of the
animals of one and the same phylum in so far as this difference is
unfailingly hereditary.” (Determination of the concept of a human
race 1785, 8:100)

“Thus the germs which were originally placed in the phylum
of the human species for the generation of the races must have
developed already in most ancient times according to the needs
of the climate, if the residence there lasted a long time; and
after one of these predispositions was developed in a people, it
extinguished all the others entirely.” (Determination of the concept
of a human race 1785, 8:105)

1 For an excellent summary and review of Hardimon’s book, see this.
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“That their temperament has not become entirely adequate to
any climate can also be inferred from the fact that it is hard to
find any other reason why this race, which is too weak for hard
labour and too indifferent for industrious work, and which is
incapable of any culture even though there are enough exam-
ples and encouragement in the vicinity [namely, the example
set by the European colonial settlers], stands far below even the
Negro, who occupies the lowest of all other levels which we
have mentioned as racial differences.” (On the use of teleological
principles in philosophy 1788, 8:176)

“If one compares with this [viz. the idea of cosmopolitan right]
the inhospitable behaviour of the civilised states in our part
of the world, especially the commercial ones, the injustice that
the latter show when visiting foreign lands and peoples (which
to them is one and the same as conquering those lands and
peoples) takes on terrifying proportions. America, the negro
countries, the Spice Islands, the Cape, etc., were at the time of
their discovery lands that they regarded as belonging to no one,
for the native inhabitants counted as nothing to them.” (Toward
Perpetual Peace 1795, 8:358)
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